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  Praise for The Tactical Knife

  “I’ve really enjoyed The Tactical Knife. James Morgan Ayres has gotten down through what seems like miles of words and opinions from those who mostly are not trained. He has defined what really matters. He’s the real deal, been there and done that.”

  —Wayne Goddard, Master Smith of the American Bladesmith Society.

  “It has been a unique experience to get to know James Morgan Ayres over these past years. He is well known for his rugged style of testing and fair and realistic evaluations of field tools. James is a true professional and uses his own years of ‘real field time’ experience in Special Forces to ‘hard test’ knives and tools.

  I have come to realize that each knife that he tests and reviews is a reflection of his ability to use and depend upon the knife’s ability to perform under continual stress and in rugged environments. The quality of the reviews and the fine photos add to the enjoyment of the readers of his books.

  James has got great empathy for those who read and use his reviews to finalize their own choice for a personal knife, after all it is true that ‘your life may depend upon it.’”

  —Mike Fuller, President, TOPS Knives

  “It’s hard to imagine a book on this or any other subject that is more encyclopedic, better illustrated, or more fun to read. Knife lovers will drool over this one.”

  —Jim Morris, author of the award winning War Story, and Special Forces Major (retired)

  “I must admit, I was excited at the thought of a definitive book on tactical knives. Why? As a long time special operations soldier and knife maker I was curious as to the definition of a ‘Tactical Knife.’ I then quickly realized that as a sniper and combat veteran, I should probably be the guy who knows! Therein lies the reason for the writing of this book. Mr. Ayres’ definitive, well-illustrated guide to a task-specific genre of knives will be a mainstay of my knife reference material.”

  —Curtis V. Iovito, SFC, US Army Special Forces (retired), Spartan Knives LLC
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  FOREWORD BY MYKEL HAWKE

  Death comes to us all. Every Warrior knows this. He not only understand this, he embraces it and spends all of his days making ready for it. A Warrior knows that every engagement may be his last. So, he avoids them when he is able. A Warrior never makes the foolish assumption that his opponent will be easily defeated, because to underestimate a foe is an invitation to disaster.

  To this end, a Warrior studies all weapons and all ways that can help him be best prepared for battle to prevent that inevitable death for as long as possible. Short of hand-to-hand combat, the knife is the most intimate among the pantheon of weapons. The stick and stone may be older, but they are blunt and their death brutal. The knife is lethally swift. This speedy, deadly tool, when wielded well in the hands of a seasoned practitioner of the art of knife fighting, can strike more fear into the heart of an opponent than even the most modern firearms.

  Therefore, the knife, as a weapon, as a tool, is a symbol of the Way of the Warrior. It means life or death as well as close combat. It means stealth, and it means skill. These reasons resonate in any Warrior’s heart when he sees the knife—that it symbolizes one of the most ancient and sacred tools of mankind. The knife itself has a rich history in medicine, religion, politics, society, and even simple culinary and cultural aspects of humanity’s endeavors. But there is nowhere the knife is more powerful than as a symbol of the art of war.

  James Morgan Ayres comes from a diverse background, which is vital to addressing such a weighty topic. As simple as it seems on the surface, The Tactical Knife is likely one of the most important and influential tools in the development of mankind’s fate from the beginning of time until the modern day. As well as being a practiced martial artist, James is a tried and true “Warrior Class” human, a former member of the US Army Special Forces.

  Known as the Green Berets, they are considered to be some of the best soldiers in the world among elite military forces today. Ayres comes from an era of serving with the Green Berets when they were at the forefront of modern day guerrilla warfare. The 1960s were a period of change in the world, and the Green Berets, created from the OSS in World War II, were at the forefront of that change as they adapted to the new face of warfare and conflict through guerrilla warfare, deception, and stealth.

  From these Warriors comes their nickname the “Quiet Professionals.” These soldiers are the world’s only dedicated unconventional warfare specialists, and as such, their crest bears the symbol of the dagger, intimating the requirement for one to get close to his foe in order to silence him forever with the fatal stealth of the blade. It is this background Ayres brings to the book, as well as the same exacting and demanding standards of discipline, training, testing, and performance—the hallmark of Special Forces—that Ayres brings to his testing methods for The Tactical Knife.

  Every blade was put through the same paces, all based on real experience and real use, to evaluate all the properties we value, need, and demand in the performance and purpose of The Tactical Knife.

  I must confess, that I had some trepidation about my own blade being put to such arduous testing, knowing James Morgan Ayres and the other quality blades he was testing. But I knew he would not falter or favor any one blade over another; as a true warrior and professional soldier he would seek truth above all. Thankfully, the blade held and I was honored to be able to write some of my thoughts regarding how I felt about this book, the history of the tool, and the man doing the testing.

  It is a wonderful thing, when one turns to a book for real knowledge, and one finds that the power of the truth was not lost to modern demands for hype and sales. It is this honest and honorable approach to such a classic symbol and powerful tool that makes James Morgan Ayres’ book, The Tactical Knife, such a worthy and worthwhile read. Whether you’re a newbie or an old school aficionado, this book is a great addition to your knowledge base and your reference library.

  —Mykel Hawke, author of Hawke’s Green Beret Survival Manual, star of Discovery Channel’s Man, Woman, Wild and Travel Channel’s Lost Survivors, and Special Forces Captain (retired) and combat commander


  INTRODUCTION

  What is a tactical knife? Anyone who has an interest in knives—collector, hobbyist, aficionado of the blade, knifemaker, or user—knows that there is, and has been for some years, a tactical knife fever gripping the industry. But how do we define a tactical knife to distinguish it from all other knives? Can we define it?

  A friend who’s not into knives recently asked me, “What is a tactical knife?” I had a hard time answering him. I mumbled a bit and finally said that a tactical knife is a kind of survival knife but not exactly that. He then asked me to define a survival knife. Well, then we were off to the races. The answer to that question would fill another book. Finally, I gave him the classic definition of a survival knife: it is the knife you have with you when you have to survive. I suppose that could also be the definition of a tactical knife: the knife you have with you when you really need one, when things go bump in the night, your car slides off the edge of a cliff, an earthquake hits and your building starts crumbling around you, or they’re coming through the wire and you’re out of ammo. This, of course, means that a tactical knife could be any knife. So what are the qualities of the ideal survival or tactical knife, and what are the differences between, say, a paring knife and a tactical knife?

  I decided to ask people I knew in the knife community, as well as those I knew in what could be referred to as the tactical community. Here are some of the answers I received:
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  A collection of small tactical knives favored by the same people who used the Minox camera and KGB pocket watch in the photo.

  “A tactical knife is a knife that fits a specific role according to its use.”

  “Anything black and twice the price.”

  “The knife you have in your hand when some son of a b**** is coming at you.”

  “A tactical knife is one you can take to war that will survive in the worst possible environment and under the hardest use.”

  “Put saw teeth on it, spray it black, and it’s tactical.”

  “It’s like a survival knife, something you can depend on when something bad happens.”

  “Tactical is just a marketing name knifemakers came up with to sell knives.”

  “The strongest knife you can find that still cuts good.”

  “It’s a meaningless term. Any knife can be a tactical knife depending on how you use it.”

  “My Swiss Army Knife is the best tactical knife there is. I can do anything with it.”
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  A selection of Janbiyas and other tactical knives from the seventeenth century found in the Grand Bazaar of Istanbul.

  “Dude. It’s the steel you pack when things might go south.”

  I couldn’t find two people in the knife community who agreed with one another. Only a few of my acquaintances in the tactical community—active military, civilian covert operators, and the like—had any idea what I was talking about. It mostly seemed that people in the knife community and those who read knife magazines or spend time on the Internet on knife related forums were familiar with the term tactical knife. Many of us seem to think we know what a tactical knife is, but when pushed to define the term, we can’t agree. It’s kind of like the famous statement on obscenity: I can’t define it, “but I know it when I see it.”

  Given that the term gets tossed around quite a bit, and that I agreed to write a book with the title The Tactical Knife, I wanted to pin down the meaning of the term. I’ve got a pretty good idea of what constitutes a knife, and I thought I knew the definition of tactical. But I decided to check a couple of dictionaries to make sure. Here is what I found:

  
    •    done or made for the purpose of trying to achieve an immediate or short-term aim

    •    showing skillful planning in order to accomplish something

    •    used or made to support limited military operations

    •    undertaken or for use in support of other military and naval operations

    •    characterized by adroitness, ingenuity, or skill
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  A tactical nineteenth century Kris, sheath, and small pouch taken in trade by the author in Indonesia.
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  A tactical Kindjal and dagger from the Caucasus, nineteenth century, with sterling silver scabbards.

  So are we talking about knives that are used in support of military operations or those that can be characterized as having the qualities of adroitness, ingenuity, or at least having features that would support such qualities? Possibly. Sort of. But maybe not exclusively.

  Judging by many of today’s offerings—from factories, custom makers, magazine articles, and Internet postings—one might think that a tactical knife only had to be black and have serrations or saw teeth—as some said—to be tactical. But there’s a good deal more to it than that.

  In general, a tactical knife differs from an ordinary knife in that it is designed to be used in extreme situations. Some examples are wilderness or urban survival, to build an emergency shelter, to rip through a locked fire door, to cut your way out of a car sinking in a river, or as a defensive weapon. It is sort of a combination utility and survival tool and emergency weapon. Sometimes I think a tactical knife is any knife used to solve a problem. I’ll go out on a limb with my current working definition:

  
    A tactical knife is an all-purpose knife useful for everyday tasks according to your needs, but it also will serve as an emergency tool or weapon in extreme situations.

  

  In my view, a tactical knife is not a special purpose tool—such as a wood worker’s carving knife—or a purpose-designed weapon—such as the Fairbairn–Sykes dagger. Nor does a tactical knife have to be black, have saw teeth, or have a tanto point.

  I think one of the reasons for our confusion on this topic is that so many functions—as well as knives designed for those functions—overlap. Any knife, after all, is a multiuse tool, and any knife can be used as a weapon. As a wise friend once said, “Any knife is of many uses. You can cut your bread. You can cut your neighbor.” It seems to me that within my definition of tactical knives, there are four distinct subcategories: wilderness survival knives, urban survival knives, combat or fighting knives, and knives suitable for war. Even though there is some overlap, each of these categories has its own requirements and special needs. However, each can have a combination of features that will allow it, to a certain extent, to serve the needs of the other categories.
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  Fallkniven F1, a modern tactical knife.

  For example, a wilderness survival knife needs to excel at woodcraft, field dress game and foraged food, and be comfortable to work with for extended periods; sometimes, in the event no other tool is available, it must be sturdy enough to baton or chop. An urban survival knife needs to be tough enough to use as an emergency escape device from an earthquake shattered structure or a building on fire. A combat knife must be suitable for hand-to-hand combat. A war knife must be able to stand up to the hardest usage and worst possible conditions. Sometimes, but not often, all these functions can come together in one knife.

  I don’t think I have the final word on this topic, so we’ll allow for other definitions and continue to explore this question in the following pages. However, this definition will serve to get us started. As an aside, there’s nothing really new about tactical knives. The accompanying photos show a selection of tactical knives that span centuries and continents.

  

  In this book, we’ll review the history of the tactical knife, discuss standards for field testing tactical knives, and review some of the current and recent offerings in the tactical knife field, all of which have been used extensively, often over a period of years, by me and by friends. These acquaintances come from a wide variety of backgrounds. Some are former special operations people; others are active duty military, para-military, covert operators and clandestine agents, butchers and chefs who use knives all day everyday, professional wilderness survival instructors, scholars of the knife who work in the field regularly, and my students of wilderness and urban survival, escape and evasion, and martial arts. I listen carefully and analyze the input from these folks, and I have found their contributions to be valuable.

  Often I ask this wide range of people The Question—the question that knife people frequently ask each other, the question I am most often asked by students and other interested parties, “If I could only have one knife, which is the best knife?” There is no easy answer to that question. But we’re going to spend a good bit of this book exploring it and will come back to it from time to time.

  Some of the stories included herein might be considered war stories. They are not intended to promote an interest in violence or to titillate. I have found that stories are often the best teaching tools and what people remember long after all the dry data has faded from the mind. A note about the stories: they’re all true. Either I personally experienced them, or people whose word I trust related them to me. For narrative continuity, I have stretched a bit here and trimmed a bit there, but I changed nothing of substance except names and locations to provide a level of discretion.


  QUALIFICATIONS

  Who am I to write this book? I am not a knifemaker or designer. I have never forged a blade from a chunk of raw iron or stood before a grinding wheel and watched one of my creations emerge from a steel blank. Nor am I a metallurgist. I have, however, been fortunate in learning a good deal about knives from master bladesmiths and knifemakers over the past thirty years or so, during which time I have been an informal but active student of knifemaking. It has also been my privilege to review hundreds of knives during ten years of writing for Blade magazine, all of which added to my knowledge about what works and what doesn’t for using a knife.

  Essentially, I am a knife user. In addition, I am a student of edged weapons and have been an aficionado of the blade for more than a half-century. My military service was with the 82nd Airborne Division and the 7th Special Forces Group (ABN) back in the sixties, which today seems like it was shortly after the invention of repeating firearms. I know of no other contemporary military unit in which the knife was given as much importance as it was then, and is now, than in Special Forces. We learned many lessons about what should go into an effective tactical knife, although we did not use the term tactical in relation to knives at that time. Some of the lessons I learned then, and over the years since, were taught in a hard school. They were hands-on, real-world lessons—the kind that stay with you for a lifetime. That time and place, Special Forces during the sixties, was a crucible for the development of the modern tactical knife.

  As a consultant to various governmental and private organizations, I’ve traveled and worked in more than forty countries, often in primitive conditions, and have been involved in armed conflicts in several of those countries. I have been obliged to defend my life with edged weapons on more than one occasion, which is an experience that gives one a certain perspective on these matters.

  As a journalist and amateur scholar, I have visited and worked at museums and archaeological excavations in Europe, North America, Latin America, and Asia with the specific goal of studying ancient edged tools and weapons. As a student of the blade arts, I have trained in Eskrima, both in the United States and the Philippines, in western fencing, and in a number of combat-oriented knife fighting methods, both military and civilian, often by teachers who owed their lives to their skill—or luck—with edged weapons. I have also taught self-defense with edged weapons.

  My grandfather gave me my first knife at age five, and I’ve been fascinated by them ever since. As a kid, I wandered the woods with a .22 rifle and a blade. As an adult, I’ve successfully hunted small and large game, often with primitive weapons on four continents. I’ve dressed game, built shelters, chopped kindling, and peeled fuzz sticks for fires. I’ve made bows and arrows, atlatls and spears, animal and fish traps by the dozens, and other primitive food-getting tools. Knives have been my essential tools for all these activities.

  Like everyone else, I’ve used knives to open thousands of boxes, slice a mountain of bread, and peel enough fruit to feed all of California (well, maybe Los Angeles). I’ve also cut through a fire door to escape a high-rise fire with a Randall and stopped myself from being swept away by raging waters in an aqueduct with an Ontario Pilot’s Survival Knife.

  From all this, I’ve arrived at some conclusions about knives and their usage. My intent in giving you a bit of my history is not to impress you with my background and knowledge, which is meager and undistinguished when compared to many others. Rather it is to let you know that the information in this book comes from someone at least minimally qualified to write on the subject. The information herein is a distillation of my education, observations, and experience. Much that I learned came from people more experienced and wiser than I. It is my hope that you will find something of value herein.
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  PART ONE:

  HISTORY OF THE TACTICAL KNIFE
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  Chapter 1

  Origins of the Tactical Knife

  To find the true origin of tactical knives, we should start a few thousand years ago during the Paleolithic Period, also known as the Stone Age. During this period humans developed knives made from various stones, with flint and obsidian being widely used. The use of stone tools continued throughout the Bronze Age and the early Iron Age, and both stone and metal tools and weapons were in wide use for centuries. Eventually metal tools became widely available, and due to their superiority, stone tools fell into disuse. However, make no mistake—an obsidian knife is as effective today as it was thousands of years ago for our ancestors.

  But we’re not going to get into Stone Age knives. If we began that far back, this topic could turn into a multi-volume encyclopedia. This is only one book and the point of this section is to provide a little history to show the genesis of the modern tactical knife—both folder and fixed blade—and thereby put the entire matter into perspective. This history is important to provide a foundation for the development of today’s knives and those of the future, an example of which is the recent discoveries regarding Damascus steel.
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  Could these be tactical?
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  Early tactical knife blade.
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  Early versions of tactical blades.

  For centuries there have been knives that served functions we now define as tactical. Today, however, we have designs focused on better fulfilling tactical and everyday functions in one package that will fit into our modern daily lives more comfortably than, say, a Roman gladius or medieval scramasax, both of which were certainly tactical. It’s also apparent to anyone who takes a look at offerings from today’s knife companies that fashion plays a large part in the design of today’s tactical knives.

  With that in mind, let’s skip forward to the Roman era to take a quick look at an early tactical folder. The Romans also had folding knives that served tactical functions. I’ve handled one that was seventeen hundred years old, and it seemed pretty tactical to me. With its ivory handles, it may have been the first gentlemen’s tactical folder.
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  Michael Stafford obsidian blade with a cherry burl wood handle with silver inlay.
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  Jim Riggs’ obsidian blade with antler handle being sharpened with a piece of antler.
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  Jim Riggs’ obsidian blade with antler handle and oak-tanned elk skin sheath.


  Chapter 2

  Early Tactical Folders

  Ancient Steel

  Dr. Paul Wagner has the most wonderful tactical folder in the world. It has an ivory handle carved in the likeness of a lioness. The blade is made of ancient steel and has rusted with time. An unknown Roman craftsman made it seventeen hundred years ago.

  Dr. Wagner doesn’t actually own the knife, but he did find it. The knife belongs to the Landshaftverbund Rhineland, an organization devoted to archaeology and the preservation of archaeological finds. The knife will soon be on display at the Rheinisches Landesmuseum, a new museum in Bonn, Germany. Paul is a regional director of the organization and a renowned archaeologist.

  Paul was conducting an excavation of a Roman villa near Bonn when he discovered the knife. Romans settled Germania, a Roman province in the Rhine Valley, over a period of about three hundred years, from the first century AD to the third century AD. The remains of the villas, temples, warehouse, forts, and towns still dot the landscape today. Dr. Wagner, among others, has the responsibility of excavating and preserving these antiquities.

  I was traveling in Germany when I met Dr. Wagner and other members of his organization. Paul is a large man with a commanding presence, amiable and articulate in four languages. He was kind enough to personally guide us through the excavation of a Roman villa and invite us to his headquarters, where antiquities are restored and warehoused before being sent to museums.
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  Ancient Roman folding knife from approximately AD 270 with a carved ivory handle and carbon steel blade.

  At the site of the dig, Paul showed us how a modern church had been constructed on the remains of a medieval church, and the medieval church had been built on the site of a Roman villa. The layers of history could be seen plainly in the different building materials and artifacts located at each level of soil.

  After visiting the excavation, we went to Landshaftverbund Rhineland’s headquarters, which is housed in a restored medieval church and monastery. We sat around a table in the cobblestone courtyard and talked with Paul about the ivory-handled knife. It was a sunny afternoon, but we were in shade from a stone wall built nine hundred years ago. Paul explained that he had found many unique artifacts over the years.

  “Although there are many Roman ruins,” Paul said, “you must realize that finding something like this only happens once in perhaps ten years. To the best of my knowledge, no more than five Roman folding knives of any kind have ever been found. To find one of this quality, with this excellence in carving and craftsmanship, is a find of a lifetime.”

  Paul generously allowed me to handle this rarest of knives. He looked at me with a smile and placed it on the worn wooden table. I carefully picked up the piece of history. I don’t know if I have ever held so precious an object before. The weight of seventeen hundred years sat lightly in my hand. I turned it back and forth, shifting it from hand to hand and thinking about how the knife would work in actual practice.

  I could plainly see that the blade shape was a flat ground spear point with two bevels each about an inch long on the top leading to the point. A simple iron pin holds the blade. The handle is elephant ivory carved in the shape of a crouching female lion. A harness with traces of ancient red paint encircles her shoulders. Her forelegs are broken, her body worn smooth from use. She is snarling, seemingly straining against her harness.

  “We have found millions of Roman blades,” said Paul. “Daggers, kitchen knives, swords, and blades of all kinds. Literally millions. But in all archaeological finds, I know for sure of only two other folding Roman knives of this quality. Both had carved ivory handles. One was carved in the shape of an ape, the other a sheep. There are reports of some others, possibly five total, but I have not seen them.”

  The knife is clearly a work of high craft, but it is also apparent that it was a tool made to be used. The blade is about four inches long. Overall, it’s the size of today’s popular tactical folder and looks as functional as any of them. Its simple steel blade would take a working edge. Although ancient steel would not compare to modern steel in many respects, this folder, this wonderful, incredible folder, would be as useful as any modern folder in actual practice.

  “We do not know where this knife, or any of the other folders, was made,” Paul said. “None have been found with wood scales. No blades have been found without handles. All have handles of ivory or bone. It is apparent they were made for the wealthy. Perhaps they were all the work of one shop.”

  One of my companions who was visiting the excavation with me asked, “Would this knife have been used as a weapon?” Paul answered her with one of the most elegant statements I have ever heard on knives.

  “A knife is always of many uses. You can cut your bread. You can cut your neighbor. But this knife is too beautiful and too small, when compared to the other knives Romans would have had, to be primarily a weapon. Clearly this is first a work of art and then a tool. This knife was not meant to be a weapon. But I think if you have it with you on a dark night, you will be glad. I think it is a good companion.”

  There you have it: the definition of a tactical folder.

  It was late afternoon, and the slanting sun found us in our shade. All the antiquities were fascinating, but my attention was drawn again and again back to the knife—the simple iron blade, the crouching lioness held back by her harness—that had been made so many years ago when the world was still young. Paul noticed my attention, and before we left he let me hold the knife again for a while. I held it until the ivory grew warm, and I looked long into the lioness’s eyes. Paul was right, she would have been a good companion for someone. I wondered who it was.

  

  There is little new under the sun. Some people assert that the tactical folder was first invented only a few years ago. I disagree with that point. Even if we stipulate the modern tactical folder, which is a relatively recent development, the roots of today’s tactical folders lie in ancient history.

  This is clearly demonstrated by many historical examples. The Turkish yatagan was often made as a folder and used to devastating effect, as were many folders from Europe, particularly in the countries around the Mediterranean.

  The navaja is a direct ancestor of the folders we use today. In most examples, it has a clip blade. The clip blade from Mediterranean countries came to New Orleans with French, Spanish, and Creole settlers, and it was arguably this influence that lead to the clip point on one of the most famous knives of all time: the Bowie.

  Here are a couple of stories about my discoveries of tactical folders that, by their design and function, influenced modern tactical folders: the navaja and the yatagan.

  

  The Navaja: Spanish Tactical Folder

  I was born in a small Midwestern town where nothing ever happened and no one ever visited. At twelve years of age, I had never met a person from another country. Then one day I met a man who spoke English with a slight accent, which I later learned was Spanish. Like many travelers, he had stories to tell.
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  Three versions of the Spanish navaja.

  It was around lunchtime when I saw him sitting in the shade of one of the leafy sycamore trees surrounding the county museum, where I used to go to while away the hours looking at dinosaur bones, muskets, minié balls, and—most importantly—swords, knives, and daggers from around the world. He was a thin, quiet man who occupied his space with authority. He was dressed in a black suit, a brilliant white shirt, and a tightly knotted tie. His face was pale and dominated by dark, almost black, eyes. I stumbled on the stairs when he caught me staring at him. He smiled and motioned me to come to him with a curious hand motion, fingers down and brushing the air.

  Señor Aguilar introduced himself to me and offered me half of his sandwich. In answer to my questions, he told me that he taught Spanish at the nearby university, that he came from Spain, and that, yes, Spain was very different from Indiana, but that he liked America, and Indiana, very much. After we finished his sandwich, he took a long slender folding knife from his pocket and peeled an apple all in one long spiral, something I had only ever seen my grandfather do.

  To a small-town boy he was a fascinating find—a look at the wide world beyond the borders I knew. But it was the knife that really captured me; I begged him to tell me about it. Over the next couple of weeks, I managed to find time to meet him each day at lunch, and little by little he told me his story, the story of his knife, and of his city, Barcelona.
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  A variation of the Spanish navaja

  The knife had a blade about five inches long, with a Bowie-like upswept tip. The blade folded into a thin handle with honey-colored horn scales pinned in place. There was a silver tip on the handle and a lock with a lever on the back where the blade and handle joined. All in all, it was like no other knife I had seen. I was accustomed to Barlows, scout knives, and my mother’s kitchen knives, which I took to the woods when she wasn’t vigilant. Daggers and other exotic knives were only to be seen in museums. But here in this dignified man’s hand was a knife that spoke of romance, far away places, and events I could only imagine.

  “This is a gypsy knife, a navaja,” he said. “In the old days, especially during the war, Spain was a very dangerous place, and most people went armed, either with blade or gun. But this knife is more than a weapon. It is a symbol of independence and a willingness to defend your person and pride with your life. We are a very proud people, the Spanish. We have a long history, and steel is part of that history.”

  He meant the Spanish Civil War, but I did not yet know that. He taught me history as effortlessly as he taught me language and geography. Navaja was the first word of Spanish I learned. His lessons were to become the center of our relationship.

  “In those days,” he said, “gypsies, poor people, and others who needed a weapon but did not wish to have, or were not permitted to have, a firearm, would obtain a knife like this to protect themselves. Classes were taught in the use of this kind of knife. Swords could no longer be carried, but the navaja could always be with you, companion and protector. In time the navaja, once a poor man’s weapon and tool, came to be carried by many classes of society.” He smiled, “Of course, you can also peel an apple with it.”

  “Toledo is famous as the town where the best steel in Spain is made. But there were fine blades made elsewhere. This knife was made in Barcelona, which was once my home. This particular knife has a life of its own. The blade was forged in fire and hammered until there was no weakness in it in the old way with ancient knowledge and magic. It will cut like no other steel. It will bend without breaking and spring back to true. The blade is what we call acero de Damasco.” It was to be many years before I learned more about Damascus steel.

  The knife did look alive. He held it lightly but carefully. Its blade was thin. The handle looked almost fragile. Like a raptor, the long-bladed folder looked as if it might leap from his hand and strike whatever it wanted.

  He went on with his story. “I once used this knife to take a man’s life and to save a woman’s life. It was the life of my mother that I saved and the life of a soldier I took. It was during the war when all of Spain went crazy. The legally elected Republicans were fighting the Army and the Fascists. Republicans were split into many factions, including two kinds of Communists. Anyone who got in the way was killed. My mother was not political. My older brother was a Republican, but not a Communist. That was enough for the Communists to issue death warrants for the whole family. They had already killed my father.

  “The Communists came and took my mother one night while I was away. When I returned home, my neighbor told me what had happened. They were holding her at a building not far away. They planned to shoot her at dawn, as they had already shot so many. Everyone in the neighborhood knew where they kept the women, so I had no trouble finding the building where they held her. I went late that night. I climbed across the rooftop, and when the moon was behind clouds, I slipped down into the courtyard. I was only fifteen then. I was small and thin and could move very quietly. I knew there would be no mercy from the Communists, and there was no use in asking for any, not for my mother or myself.

  “I hoped to open the door quietly and sneak out with her. But I was only a boy, and I had not thought it all through. There were other women condemned to be shot the next morning. Of course my mother could not leave without them. Nor could I.

  “We made too much noise. A soldier who was standing in shadow heard us. You might think that a small boy of fifteen would have no chance against a man with a rifle, but you would be wrong to think that. I had determination and fear and anger for my father’s death on my side. I also had a magic knife. Perhaps more importantly, I believed that God was with me. What they were going to do was wrong. It would have been a mortal sin for them to kill my mother or those other women who had done no wrong.”

  He would never tell me the details of the story, of how he overcame the soldier and escaped with his mother. But the parts of the story he did tell me and the vision of his knife are still with me, even today, more than forty years later.

  By any serious definition, Señor Aguilar’s navaja was a tactical folder: he peeled apples, sliced sandwiches, and killed with it. A dozen years after I met Señor Aguilar, I rode into Barcelona on my chuffing and rumbling Triumph motorcycle—a blue and white 650cc I bought in England. Along with a small green tent, this motorcycle had been my magic carpet and home for many months. I was in search of one of those slim, deadly knives. Most importantly, I wanted to find the man who forged the knife I had seen so many years ago in Señor Aguilar’s hand. I also wanted to see a bullfight and witness a Spain that was lost in time under its Fascist dictator General Franco. I wanted to carry a leather bota full of rich red wine, ride my motorcycle to tiny white villages in the Sierra and through lion-colored hills, and see the blue sea from a high mountain pass.

  Although twelve years might not seem so many or so long to those of us who are on the far side of the hill, they seemed both many and long to me then. Since I left Indiana as a small boy, I traveled throughout Latin America and Asia, heard shots fired in anger and . . . well, never mind. I had buried friends and was more than a little burned out. I felt old. A childhood quest seemed just the thing.

  My first night in Barcelona was laughter and dancing on the sand until first light, when my dark-eyed girl led me back to our room in the Gothic Quarter, just off Las Ramblas near Plaza Real. In those days, they served dinner on the beach in small thatchroofed buildings—paella in black iron skillets cooked over open fires on the sand from the fresh catch that came in on wooden boats. Wine was drunk from clear glass porrons held at arm’s length so the clear, cold white wine fell in a smooth stream and ran down your face and into your mouth. El Cordobés, the matador, was the talk of Barcelona and everyone danced until dawn.

  I started my search the day after I arrived. I stopped a group of gypsies and asked them if they knew about such knives. They looked at me as if I were crazy and tried to pick my pocket. I heard a rumor of knives forged in the old ways from a friendly waiter with a potbelly who served me café con leche each morning. In a knife store I was told that there might be a man making such knives, but no one knew where. I wandered the crooked streets listening for the sound of a forge. Once I heard the sound of steel on steel and followed the clashing sounds from street to alley to courtyard. But I never found the two men who must have been sword to sword. Whether practice or duel, I will never know.

  I talked to the proprietors of knife shops across the city. I learned that everything Señor Aguilar told me about navajas was true. Those knives were just what he said they were to the people of Spain. There were stories told about magic navajas, as there were about certain swords. But there were no such knives to be found. I never did find the man who forged that blade. But life and travel will often bring what you least expect. I did find some healing magic in that city and young love under a star-filled night sky at the edge of an ancient sea.

  A few years ago, I returned to Barcelona, this time to make a short film. When the work was done I took a day to myself to resume my search for a man who forged Damascus steel and made navajas in the old way. I would like to tell you that finally, more than forty years after I first heard the story, I found such a man. But I did not. Never in Barcelona did I find that forge or a man who could make magic knives.
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  One of the author’s navajas from Barcelona, Spain.
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  Large and small Turkish folders.

  Sometimes I wonder what happened to Señor Aguilar, the professor with the hidden past, the man with the magic knife who couldn’t go home again. He told me that there was a warrant for his arrest for killing the soldier, and his brother had been killed before they could get out of the city. I imagine Señor Aguilar, still in his black suit with his mother alive and well somewhere under my Midwestern sky, still carrying his Spanish steel. And I imagine that somewhere deep in the Gothic Quarter of Barcelona, in some secret place, there is a forge where magic knives are made.

  

  Señor Aguilar’s description of the uses of his folder, “a weapon and tool . . . carried by rich and poor alike . . . you can also peel an apple with it,” is the very definition of a tactical folder. The fact that it was not black and had no saw teeth or tanto point did not prevent its use as a daily tool and life-saving weapon.

  The Turkish Yatagan

  The folding yatagan is the everyday knife of the Turkish shepherd, the woodworker, the truck driver, sailors and soldiers, Yoruk Nomads, businessmen, and artists; it is an everyman’s knife and is used for everything a knife can be used for.

  Strictly speaking, a yatagan is a type of short sword used during the Ottoman period. However, the term is in common usage in Turkey for a knife, folding or fixed, or a sword, long or short, and for the iconic folder I’ve seen all over Turkey. The traditional folding yatagan is a friction folder with a sheep or goat horn handle and a thin forged carbon steel blade.
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  Turkish yatagan folders.
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  Large and small Turkish yatagans.

  In its various forms, the yatagan shows its heritage in that its blade has a design taken from the tip of light, quick Ottoman sword blades. Anyone who’s done a bit of fencing knows critical work is done with the tip of the blade. Thus the yatagan has a defensive function in addition to its daily utility as an all-purpose cutting tool.

  I have seen folding yatagans used at village festivals for disjointing whole roasted sheep and goats and cutting meat into chunks for kebab. The villagers work quickly, the blade slicing cleanly and easily through meat, joints, and tendon. I’ve also seen such knives in local bazaars used for everything from peeling fruit and trimming vegetables to slicing blocks of goat cheese, some with blades worn half away from years of use and sharpening but still in daily use.

  [image: image]

  Turkish yatagan showing the maker’s mark on blade.

  Recently I met an amiable traveling merchant, Mohammad, at a bazaar in Southern Turkey. He had a few of the traditional handmade folding yatagans; all were graceful and had the traditional sheep horn handles and hand-forged carbon steel blades I was seeking. As Turkish merchants do, Mohammed ordered tea for me and engaged me in conversation as if he had nothing else to do and had been waiting for my arrival to brighten his day. He had some factory-made yatagans with plastic handles and stainless blades, as you can see in the accompanying photos. They sell for about a dollar and are perfectly functional, but I had no interest in them. It was the old-school handmade quality of the traditional folders that drew me to his stall. These folders are the essence of primal craft.

  Mohammad told me that all of the yatagans I was interested in were made by one man, a craftsman in his late sixties whose shop was in a tiny village about a day’s drive from our location. Mehmet, the knifemaker, forged his blades in an open fire, hammered them into shape, and finished them with hand tools—basically files and hammers. He uses no power tools of any kind. He obtains sheep and goat horn for the handles from local shepherds. He also acid etches his name and the date on the blade of each knife he makes. This is his guarantee of quality and customer satisfaction. Little or nothing has changed in the making of these knives for as long as anyone can remember.
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